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Abstract

An Exploratory Study: A Strengths Perspective on Adolescent Parenting:

Helping Educate, Empower, and Support Adolescent Mothers

The purpose of this study was to explore what adolescent parents
participating in the Supporting Teens and Empowering Parents (S.T.E.P.)
program identify as practical program suggestions that they felt would enhance
the value and interest Ievel for adolescent parents pafticipating in parenting

programs. This study was founded on the strengths approach to program
development, which focuses on the belief that the strengths and resources of
people and their environment should be the primary focus in development.

The qualitative research data was gathered through exploratory interviews
with four adolescent parents who participated in the S.T.E.P. program. There
were five interview topics, which included community resources, preparing
children for school readiness, interest in health-related information, knowledge of
child development, and social support.

Three common themes were identified in this study. First, young mothers
were interested in field trips where they could visit places and people that offered
them assistance with their unique needs. Second, they suggested inviting
speakers in that could answer questions they have regarding the health and
development of their children. And lastly, they unanimously agreed that meeting
with other young mothers provided them with positive support, encouragement
and a much-needed break from the stresses of parenting during adolescence.
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A Strengths Perspective on
Adolescent Parenting: Helping
Educate, Empower, and Support
Adolescent Mothers

lntroduction
For adolescents, parenthood brings unique difficulties and stresses during

this developmentally critical time in their lives. As these young parents begin the
unique task of raising chlldren during adolescence, there is a growing need for

comprehensive services that encourage, support, empower, and educate young
parents to overcome the challenges of balancing parenthood and adolescence.
Each year approximately one million adolescents become pregnant in the
United States. Almost 500,000 of these adolescents give birth each year and

approximately 90 percent of these adolescent mothers choose to parent their
child (Unger & Wandersman, 19BB). The United States leads the industrial world
in its rate of teen pregnancy and teen birth rates (Suri, 1994). lt has been
estimated that as many as half of all adolescent girls in the United States will

become pregnant at least one time before age 20. Although these statistics
appear almost tragic, the birth rates have declined for adolescents f rom 19911996 in all racial/ethnic groups. However, this is following an increase of 24
percent f rom 1986 to 1991 . Adolescent pregnancy decreased from 1991 to 1 996

by 12 percent (JAMA, 1997).
Although this is not a new phenomenon, adolescent mothers face the
tasks and stresses of parenthood in a unique developmental, psychological and

social context. Adolescent pregnancy and parenthood is associated with a
number of adverse consequences both for the young parent and her child.
Poverty, malnutrition, complications with pregnancy, emotional problems, higher
school dropout rates, suicide, divorce, child abuse, neglect, isolation from social

supports, low self-esteem, and unemployment are all risks for the adolescent
mother (Carlton & Poole, 1990; Fulton, fulurphy, & Anderson, 1991). Children of

adolescent parents are also at greater risk for physical, cognitive, and emotional
problems including lower lQ scores, delayed educational attainment, and higher
risk of becoming adolescent parents themselves (Hechtman, 19Bg). These risk

factors correlated with adolescent pregnancy and parenting present a significant
concern for the infant, the parent, and their relationship.

Adolescent mothers need an array of supportive seruices to assure that
parenthood does not severely limit their life opportunities and promotes optimal

development of their children (Brindis, Bafth, & Loomis, 1987; Larsen & Jahasz,

1985). Plymouth Christian Youth Center (PCYC) in North Minneapolis has
developed a program for adolescent parents, S.T.E.P. (Suppotting Teens and
Empowering Parents), to help address these issues. The primary goals of
S.T.E.P. are to empower young pregnant and parenting adolescents'

competence, explore and use continuing education opportunities, and create a
support network that improves both the adolescent and their children's chance
for success in life.
The focus of the proposed research is to explore what adolescent parents

participating in the S.T.E.P. program identify as practical program suggestions on
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how to present information on topics of interest relating to adolescent parenting.
This study is intended to assist social workers in developing a practical program
design for adolescent parents regarding information about community resources,
preparing their children for school, knowledge of child development and health
issues, and social support.

3

Literature Review
Purpose
This literature review explores existing areas of research that address key
components of parental development for adolescent parents. The first section of
the review provides the theoretical basis for the research, which will guide the
development of curriculum and program components based on the ecological
approach, strengths perspective, and empowerment theory.
The second section reviews existing research on the parental functioning
of adolescent parents as they influence the developmental process of their

children. This research also includes an exploration of the importance of a
parent's role in the development of their children, the stresses and social support
of adolescent parents, and their knowledge of child development.
The third section reviews suggestions for programs seruing adolescent
parents and their children. This section will also include an integration of the

theoretical perspectives in assisting program and curriculum development.

Theoretical Perspectives
This section will address three theoretical perspectives. The ecological
approach focuses on the holistic perspective of program development and
provides a diverse array of seruices that meet the participants needs in their
primary relationships, their interrelationships within their community, and the
effect of their sociocultural system on their relationships (Bronfenbrenner, 1979;
Fernandez & Nichols, 1996; lVlerrick, 1995). The strengths approach to program
development focuses on the belief that the strengths and resources of people
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and their environment should be the primary focus in development (Chapin,
1995; Ronnaue & Poertner, 1 993), And lastly, the empowerment theory in
program development is based on the belief that all individuals have strengths

and competencies as well as the presumed capabilities of people to become
more competent (Trivette, Dunst, Harnby, & LaPointe, 1996; Perkins &

Zimmerman, 1995).
The ecologica! approach to developing comprehensive programs appears
to be a respectable model to meet the needs of adolescent parents and their

children. This holistic approach to program development originated with the
introduction of a new theoretical perspective for research in human development

by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979). He explored the ecological perspective and its
significance as a, "mutual accommodation between an active, growing, human
being and the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the

developing person Iives...and by the larger context in which the settings are
embedded" (p.21). His ecological model focuses most of the attention on the
family system as the primary context of childrearing, and then its dynamic linkage
with other key systems that affect development, both immediate and more

remote. His ecological f ramework includes four systems: the microsystem, the
mesosystem, the exosystem, and the macrosystem. The microsystem includes

primary relationships between two or more persons, such as mother and child,
friends, family members and pailners. The mesosystem involves the
interrelations between the settings in which the microsystem participates, such
as school, work, health care facilities, and the community. The exosystem refers
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to secondary systems that influence an individual, such as a parent's place ol

work. And lastly, the macrosystems are those sociocultural or subcultural
systems that exist within the environment where the individual lives, such as
poverty or ethnicity.

ln a case study, Fernandez and Nichols (1996) found that programs will
have a better chance at having a long-term positive impact if they address the

imporlant critical systems in the ecology of the adolescent, ranging frorn her
individual development to the social and cultural environment in which she lives.
Ecologically sensitive programs strive to provide supporl networks and safety
nets for adolescent parents because they promotes and enhance relationships
within the adolescent's own family and peers (micro), local support services
including; schools (meso), and with the community at large (macro) (Merrick;

1995). The program described by Fernandez and Nichols (1996) is the Ounce of
Prevention Fund, an ecologically sensitive, community-based family support
program in lllinois. This program provides a diverse array of services that meet
the critical system needs of adolescent parents and their children. The success
of this program supports the position that ecological based programs better meet

the holistic needs of adolescent parents (Fernandez & Nichols, 1996).
The strengths approach to social policy-making proposes that the
strengths and resources of the people and their environment for which the
program is being developed should be the primary focus in development. 'The

strengths perspective is rooted in the belief that people can continue to grow and
change and should have equal access to resources" (Chapin, 1995, p.507). lt
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appears that the majority of programs developed for adolescent parents are
based on a deficit model which view the issue of premature childbearing as a
pathology or deficit (Chapin, 1995).

A strengths assessment and planning process developed by John
Ronnaue and John Poertner (1993) suggests three steps to strengths-focused
case management for individuals with severely emotional disabilities. These
same steps could also be used to design strength-based programs for
adolescent parents. Step one is to define the goals to be achieved from the
perspective of the client. The next step is to help the client identify resources
(abilities and talents) which will help her reach her goal. And the third step
involves the formulation of objectives that are designed to help the client achieve
the desired goal. 'The achievement of the client's objectives is the primary
outcome of the strengths approach"
(Ronnaue & Poertner, 1993, p. 21 ).

lncorporating the strengths perspective into program development for
many will require a paradigm shift in how we view adolescent parenting. ln an
aftlcle that discussed adolescent childbearing as a "career choice," Merrick
(1995) suggests "adolescent childbearing is not as deviant, nor as tragic, as
previously presented and may be viewed as the best of Iimited options" (p. 293).
Regardless of one's perspective on adolescent childbearing, it does bring an
interesting dialogue to the table. How can we build client capacity based on the
resources and assets of an adolescent's self and family (microsystem),

community (exosystem), and their culture (macrosystem)?

n

The empowerment theory is based on the belief that all individuals have
strengths and competencies as well as the presumed capabilities of people to
become more competent. "Empowerment as a process refers to a variety of
competency enhancing opportunities that serve as a means to an

end...empowerment as process refers to the full range of experiences,
encounters, occurrences, and events that afford and enable people opportunities

to use existing capabilities as well as learn new competencies" (Trivette, Dunst,
Hamby, & La Pointe, 1996,

p.60).

Including the empowering process into

program development might include an individual's participation in support
groups or other personal competency building activities. The empowerment

theory is based on the premise that as professionals we should be empowering
our clients to do for themselves, thus building their confidence so they begin to
understand their f ull potential (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995).
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Adolescent Parental Functioning
This paper will review the study of parental function of adolescent parents
as they influence the developmental process of their children within three areas.

The first area to be examined will be the parents' own history and personal

psychological resources. The second area to be examined is the contextual
sources of stress and suppoft for the adolescent parent. The third area to be
examined is the child's characteristics and the effect of the adolescent parent on
the child's development (Belsky, 1984). Belsky suggests that the most inf luential
determinant on parental functioning is parental history and personality.

Parental History and Functioning
For adolescent mothers, the physical and emotional changes caused by
pregnancy and parenting occur at a critical time in her personality and identity
development. This may influence her parental functioning. During this time of
tremendous transition and adjustment, developmental issues might appear
exaggerated because of the stresses and potential Iosses felt by adolescent

parents. Social relationships, physical appearance (identity issues), educational
opportunities, and self-esteem are potential changes that may significantly affect
parental functioning of adolescents facing the tasks of parenthood (Freeman,
1eB7).

A study exploring some of these changes was an investigation into the
effects of role identity and self-esteem on an adolescent mother's knowledge of
parenting skills (Hurlbut, McDonald-Culp, Jambunathan, & Butler, 1997). This is
a significant issue because the formation of role identity is key in the

I

developmental process of adolescence, lf the process is interrupted the young
mother will have difficulties furthering her developmental growth. This study
included 24 first-time mothers who were 21 years or younger (range = 16.1 to
21 .1

years; M= 18.2 years) from a rural Midwestern county health depailment

parenting program. The young mothers completed a demographic questionnaire
and the lndex of Self-esteem (Hudson, 1982) prior to the birth of their child. The

self-esteem measurement was repeated after their child was three months old.
The results suggested a significant correlation between a positive sense of selfesteem and appropriate knowledge concerning role reversal each time the
assessment was given. 'When the mother has a low sense of self-esteem, she
has difficulty viewing other people, including her children, beyond her own needs"
(Hurlbut et al., 1997, p.6a8). According to this study, self-esteem and role
identity are good indicators of an adolescent mother's parental functioning.
Educational attainment has been identified as one of the key factors in
reducing earning potential for young parents and indirectly affecting their parental

functioning. Fulton, A. M., Murphy, K. R., & Anderson, S. L. (1991) and Shapiro
and Mangelsdorf (1994) reported that adolescent mothers raising their children
have greater risk of lower educational achievement, more emotional difficulties,
higher rates of povefiy, and lower-paying jobs.

A study that supports the benefits of educational attainment for adolescent
parents was an investigation conducted to explore the impact of supporl
networks on black adolescent mothers. lnterviews with 170 black respondents
recruited f rom an urban hospital who gave binh between September 1978 and
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August 1979, found that "women with at least a high school diploma had on
average fewer, psychological distress symptoms, few symptoms of depression,
and higher self-esteem scores than women with less education"(Thompson &
Peebles-Wilkins,

1

992, p.325).

Completing school is not only helpful for adolescent mothers, but will
affect long-term outcomes of children born to adolescent parents, A study, which
included 525 children born to adolescent moms under the age seventeen,
compared the lQ scores of these children with lQ scores of the general

population. Results showed only 2.6 percent of the general population of four
year olds scored seventy or below on lQ tests compared to 1 1 percent of the
children from adolescent mothers. At the other end of the spectrum
approximately 25 percent of four year olds scored above 1 10, while only 5
percent of four year olds born to adolescent mothers tested that high. Suri
(1994) states, "being the product of a single parent home in which the female
head first gave birth as a teenager is strongly associated with a lower level of
intellectual development that contributes to lower educational attainment for
these children"(p. 45).

Another study (Miller, Miceli, Whitman, and Borkowski, 1996) exploring
parental roles was a longitudinal study of 70 adolescent mothers and their
children. This research examined the relationship between an adolescent's
cognitive readiness to become a parent and the effect that might have on the
intellectual and emotional development of the child. Adolescent mothers were
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selected during their last trimester of pregnancy from a variety of different
programs such as schools, social service agencies, and medical facilities.
Data were collected at three time points; prior to birth, six months after the
baby was born, and when the child was three years old. The first assessment

consisted of three measures to assess the adolescent's knowledge about
children, parenting, and attitude towards parenting. At six months, the mother
was assessed in regards to her perception of the child's temperament, maternal
perceptions, and style of interaction with her child. Finally, at three years of age,
researchers assessed the children's intellectual and linguistic functioning and
e

motio nal-adaptive behavior.

The findings seem to support the hypothesis that prenatal cognitive
readiness for parenting is related to later developmental outcomes for the child.
"The results indicate that mothers who were less cognitively ready for parenting
during the prenatal period had children who experienced poorer cognitive
outcomes"(Miller et al., 1996, p.536). It appears that mothers who had lower
scores on cognitive readiness had children with "major delays in their intellectual,
language and socioemotional development" (Miller et al., 1996, p.538).
Larsen and Juhasz (1985) investigated the effects of child development
knowledge and the level of social-emotional maturity on an adolescent's attitude

towards parenting. The study included 434 participants who were recruited from
junior colleges, a university, and a suburban junior high school. The subjects
completed three instruments. First was a 56 item multiple-choice test dealing with
the emotional, cognitive, physical, and social development pertaining to child
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development from birth to age three. Second, the California Psychological
Inventory a personality instrument to measure social-emotional maturity. The

third instrument was the AdulUAdolescent Parenting lnventory that measures
parenting and child-rearing attitudes. These instruments were used to correlate
relationships arnong attitudes toward parenting, and the combination of
knowledge of child development and social-emotional maturity. The findings of
the study confirmed the connection between a parent's attitude towards

parenting and their knowledge of child development and social-emotional

maturity. The results showed negative attitudes toward parenting were
associated with, "a lack of knowledge of child development, and low levels of
responsibility, tolerance, socialization, and self-control" (p.835).

Both Larsen and Juhasz (1985) and Hurlburt et al. (1997) found that the
adolescent parents who have a limited social-emotional developmental Ievel and
inappropriate role reversal are more likely to believe in using physical
punishment than adolescent parents who have an understanding of their role
identity.
Many factors influence the parental functioning of an adolescent parent. lt
appears that some of the strongest predictors of positive parental functioning are
a young parent's healthy social-emotional development, completion of high
school, and positive cognitive readiness to become a parent. When these factors

are present, adolescent parents are more equipped and prepared to function in a
parental role.
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Stress and Social Support
Parenting at any age is a stressful responsibility. However, parenting in
adolescence can be increasingly more difficult due to many issues and

challenges previously discussed. During these challenging times it appears that
these young parents are also confronted with the reality of dealing with these
situations with a limited support network. This not only threatens the healthy
environment for the mother to develop, but the stress also affects the child's
development.
It appears that parents who are preoccupied with a daily struggle to

ensure that their children have the basic needs met, such as food, safety, and
shelter, may not have the resources, information, or time to provide their child
with the stimulating experiences that promote healthy brain groMh. Hart and
Risley (1995), in their study of intellectual development, examined the daily lives
of one and two year old children from two different backgrounds" The groups

were established based on educational attainment and socioeconomic status;
group one consisted of children from families receiving public assistance and the
second group consisted of children of college professors. They found that
children from families receiving public assistance were spoken to less frequently,
had less quality interaction with parents, and had fewer opportunities to

experience new environments than did the children of college professors.
To better understand how stress affects youth parents, an exploratory
study of 152 female adolescent parents was conducted to compare the effects of
stress on pregnant and parenting adolescents and to identify the strongest
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predictors of stress and the various sources of stress (Pasley, Langfield, &
Kreutzer, 1993). A questionnaire was distributed to the participants who
attended one of 15 school-based programs for pregnant and parenting

adolescents. The findings revealed that there were no significant differences
between pregnant and parenting adolescent mothers on total stress and the
various sources of stress. However, the study did produce evidence that
suggests self-esteem is the most significant predictor of overall level of stress for
pregnant adolescents. The most significant predictor of stress for parenting
adolescents was related to the presence or absence of social support (Pasley,
Langfield & Kreutzer, 1993).

Adolescent mothers often encounter negative social pressures and
experience alienation from family members. Isolation from f riends is another
potential consequence of adolescent parenting because they have more
responsibilities that other adolescents. These circumstances often leave

adolescent mothers feeling alone and without support. ln order to reduce these
risks, increased attention needs to be given to the issue of adequate social
supports for teens.
Research has demonstrated that differences in social supporl can
enhance a young mother's personal-social adjustment. Bafth, Schinke, and

[tlaxwell (1983) found that the f requency of social contact, availability of
relationships which provide help, and level of conflict with parents were strongly
associated with well-being in adolescent mothers.
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Another study conducted by Barth, Schinke, and ltlaxwell (1985)
evaluated the effects of coping skills training programs for school age mothers.
They found, "that social and cognitive skills training can increase social supports
and perceptions of parenting skill and enhance well-being for those mothers at

greatest risk" (p. 92). This study consisted of mothers (N= 79) pregnant or
parenting teenage women, ages 14-19 (M=17 .3) from two alternative schools.

The breakdown of racial diversity within this study was black (48.1%; N=38),
white (32.9%; N=24), and Asian, Native American or those self-reported as other
(21 .5%; N=17).

The median length for parenting was 6 months or less, with 86%

of children under 2 years old. The experimental training group (n=37) met
semiweekly for a total of ten hours with a team of graduate social work students
while the control group (N=42) attended regular classes, but all participants were

enrolled in parenting and maternal health care classes.
The experimental group and the control group members completed a roleplay performance test at pre- and posttest and a brief questionnaire on
performance efficacy after a video test. The study consisted of completion of a
battery of self-reported measures, before and three months after pafiicipating in

the program. The measurement package completed in one session included
self-report measures of social supports, well-being, and parental competence.
Multivariate tests of significance were done for these groups of dependent

variables. The study revealed that adolescents participating in the coping skills
training program showed an increased ability in cognitive and interpersonal skills
and an increase in social supports and parenting readiness. "The study most
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significantly demonstrates that a structured school based training program can

teach young, adolescent parents new cognitive and interpersonal skills for
avoiding conflict and can help strengthen much needed social support networks"
(Barth, Schinke, & Maxwell, 1985, p.91).

Support, like other interventions, has to be provided in a manner that can
be used by the adolescent to promote her own development and that of her child.
Support groups of adolescent parents might be formed to encourage peer
interactions and to provide educational information on parenting skills, money
management, social and problem solving skill development and other areas of

interests identified by the adolescent parents.
Thompson and Peebles-Wilkins (1992), in their interviews with 170 black
women who had been adolescent parents found that "teenage mothers who had
contact with groups of, for example, single or teenage parents repofted fewer
psychological symptoms than mothers who did not have such contact" (p.326).

This same article suggests that the "continued necessity of structured, purposeful
peer contact and oppoftunities for mutual support, release time, or selfactualization through organized self-help networks" (p.327) will help to relieve
psychological distress in adolescent mothers. This supports the belief that

support groups help to reduce stress and encourages positive personal growth.
The benefits of creating or enhancing formal and informal support networks for
young parents will directly and indirectly filter down to the children.
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Understanding of Child Development
Another factor that might affect the quality of parental functioning and the
parent/child relationship is the parent's level of knowledge about normative child

development. lnvestigations into the effects of an adolescent parent's knowledge
of normative child development has been a well researched topic. The research
seems to support the importance of realistic developmental expectations as a
key factor in supporting healthy child development, positive parenVchild

relationships, and reducing the risk of child abuse.
Early intervention programs must educate parents about the impoftance of
early childhood education and infant stimulation. Smith (1984) states, "we know
that a baby whose need for stimulation is addressed develops confidence and is

happier. Parents who understand their baby's emotional and physical
development can recognize, enjoy, and encourage it, building confidence both in

their competency and their baby's" (p. 550). Parents are their child's lifelong
teachers. This makes it critical that they understand the significant role they play
in their child's development, beginning at infancy.

This issue explored in research by Shapiro and Mangelsdoff (1994),
compares child development knowledge of adolescent mothers of B to 14 months
old infants with adult mothers of the same aged infants. Fifty-two (adolescent

parents N=26; adult parents N=26) first time mothers and their children
pafticipated in the study. All the mothers were Caucasians and were recruited
from pediatric clinics seruing lower and middle income families. The testing took
place in a university laboratory, where researchers asked background questions
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and selected questions from the Developmental Milestone Suruey and the Mental
Scale of the Bayley Scales of lnfant Development. ln addition, a second
researcher administered the Bayley items to the infant. The findings show, 'that

the adolescent mother in this study were less knowledgeable about normal infant
development than were the adult mothers. The adolescent mothers also were
less accurate in predicting their own infants'behavior than were the adult
mothers" (Shapiro & Mangelsdod, 1994, p.660).
According to Orme and Hamilton (1987), parental knowledge of normative

child development is important and can be a useful tool in preventing future
parent-child problems. They reported that recent evidence suggests, "unrealistic
parental expectations concerning children's normative developmental abilities
may result in ineffective parenting and adverse consequences for children as well
as for the parents themselves" (p. 656). They also noted research that identified

the lack of parental knowledge as being "implicated as a factor in child abuse and
neglect, and more generally excessive physical punishment" (p. 656).

Program Development Recommendations
While different types of services exist to help adolescent parents cope with
the tasks and stresses, Fernandez and Nichols' (1996) research suggests

comprehensive programs addressing the critical ecological systems in the lives
of the adolescent and her child are very effective. Olds and Kitzman (1990)
suggest the most optimally effective programs, "must address simultaneously the

psychological needs of the parents; the parental behaviors that inlluence the
rnaternal, fetal and infant development; and the situational stresses and social
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supports that can either interfere with or promote their adaptation to pregnancy,
birth, and early care of the child" (p. 110).

The Committee for Economic Development recommends four steps to
developing a program for pregnant and parenting adolescents that address the
complex problems facing adolescent parenthood from an ecological approach.

The program involves governmental and community-support agencies and
challenges schools to rethink how services to adolescent parents can be best

provided. The program addresses the comprehensive needs of adolescent
parents and is based on these four principles: "Keeping pregnant teens and
mothers in school, emphasizing parenting-skills education; providing prenatal
and postnatal health care and nutrition guidance for both child and mother,
and providing facilities for day care within the mother's school of attendance"
(Bower, 1997, p.230). Other researchers also seem to suppofi these
components to adolescent parenting programs.

The literature seems to present a strong support for programs that
combine continued education attainment, suppoft groups to provide parents with
encouragement and reduce their risk of isolation and stress, education and
training on improving parenUchild interactions and child development knowledge,
and curriculum that strengthens self-esteem of the parlicipants. lt is important to
remember that according to Belsky (1984) the most influential determinant on
parental functioning is a parent's history and personality. Therefore, it seems

that by focusing our attention on improving the personal, community, and societal
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environment for the adolescent mother we will indirectly be facilitating a healthy

and positive environment for their children.
However, there appears to be a gap in the literature investigating
programming suggestions from the perspective of the adolescent parent. Most of

the literature found on programs for adolescent parenting focus on the difficulties
and stresses facing adolescent parenthood (Freeman, 1987) and the importance
of comprehensive programming (Bower, 1997; Fernandez & Nichols,1996; Olds
& Kitzman,1990). Rarely does the literature portray the young parent as a
competent and valuable asset to developing the program design and
implementation process.

Support Group
Several researchers acknowledged the use of parenting suppoft groups as an
excellent opportunity to enhance the social support and child development
knowledge of adolescent parents. Adolescent parents tend to remain isolated at
home, which is even more incentive for outreach programs to offer support and
education as a dual function of a group. Group meetings should include support,

child development education, and problem solving skill development. lt is also
important to remember that adolescent parents are still developing and creating

an independent self, separate from their family. Thus, it is important to
incorporate peer relationships into adolescent parenting suppoft groups (Brindis,
Barth, & Loomis, 1987; Fernandez & Nichols, 1996; Fulton et a!., 1991 ; KuzlelPerri & Snary,'1991;Nath, Borkowski, Whitman, & Schellenbach, 1991).
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Comprehensive Programs
Another common theme among researchers is the importance of offering
comprehensive programs that begin prior to birth and extend services indefinitely

postbitth. "Knowledge alone is not sufficient to ensure effective parenting. A
person also must be socially and emotionally mature enough to center on

another person and be empathetically aware of and sensitive to the needs of that
person" (Larsen & Jahasz, 1985, p.825). Therefore, programs designed to
increase knowledge of child development must also include other components to
assist the young parent socially and emotionally through group and individual
SETVICES

These programs should also dynamically reflect the needs of adolescent
mothers in a flexible format, which provides resources and education tailored to
fit the needs and interests of a diverse parent population. According to Fulton et

al. (1991), effective interuention programs allow "adolescent mothers to have
major input in identifying knowledge they need concerning their children's growth
and their own parenting skills." Follow-up is a key component to creating

comprehensive programs that prove to be most effective and attractive to
adolescent parents and their families.
Child development education programs that assist parents in building

confidence in the parenting abilities also need to have a practical application and
experiential component (Fulton etal., 1991;Karraker& Evans, 1996; Milleretal.,

1996). Combining developmental education with practical instructions for
application, and an opportunity to practice these skills while receiving feedback
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from staff, is an optimal way to promote healthier parent and child interaction
while increasing knowledge of normative child development.

The Chance to Grow Project, a comprehensive program for pregnant and
parenting adolescents, was created to provide intensive decision making

counseling and case management seruices to young mothers and their families.
"Ernphasis was placed on networking with established programs to provide onsite counseling, information and education regarding the adoption option, case
management seruices, and to encourage family involvement and support"
(Donnelly & Davis-Berman, 1994, p.495). The Chance to Grow staff relied
strongly on collaboration with other programs serving adolescent parents which
provided additional seruices such as prenatal care and pregnancy tests, legal
assistance, family counseling, substance abuse aid, emergency food, housing,

and child care arrangements.
The review of project members (N=1 61) and the comparison group
members (N-87) suggested that the structured decision making counseling and

case management seruices were related to positive outcomes in the pafticipants
in such areas as school retention, economic self-sufficiency, and more
responsible sexual behavior (Donnelly & Davis-Berman, 1994, p.495). The

analysis involved baseline data collection and two follow-up meetings at six
months (N=169) and twenty-four months (N=1 13) after initial collection to assess

the client's situation. At six months, results for school retention reported

BG

percent of the Chance to Grow and 61 percent of the comparison group
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attending or had completed high school. Similar differences between the groups

were also evident during the other follow-up interviews.
Economic self-sufficiency was statistically significant only at six months.
However, at each of the follow up intervals, Chance to Grow participants were
more likely to be employed at least part-time. Another related difference
between these groups was the report of sexual activity one year after the birth of
the baby. The Chance to Grow participants reported 55 percent were being
sexually active and the comparison group reported 82 percent were sexually

active. These differences in sexual activity were also reflected in the subsequent
pregnancy and birth rates to these adolescents. After two years, 51 percent of
the Chance to Grow participants and 62 percent of the comparison group had a
repeat birth. "Since participation [in this comprehensive program] improved the

young participants' chance for both fufther education and economic selfsufficiency, these young women and their families undoubtedly have better skills
and qualifications for their transition to adulthood" (Donnelly & Davis-Berman,
1994, p.505).

Ecological Perspective of Program Development
Fernandez and Nichols (1996) state that in an ecologically sensitive,
microsystem focused program, the counselor serves as a "direct liaison between
the adolescent parent and both the immediate microsystem and the secondary

system in her life" (p.131). The ecological approach, even at a micro level,
emphasizes a broad perspectlve that considers child outcomes, family outcomes,
and parenting outcomes. By increasing the adolescent parent's knowledge of
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child development, the effects will directly or indirectly enhance each outcome
previously mentioned, thus meeting the ultimate goal of the STEP program.
Future research is needed regarding existing curriculum that will be age

appropriate, sensitive to diverse populations, applicable, group focused, skill
buildlng, and interesting to adolescents.

The Chance to Grow program is an example of the ecological perspective
of program development. This program exposes participants to microsystem
focused assistance such as individual/family counseling and parent-child
relationship building activities. lt addresses the exosystem issues through the
utilization of community resources, while attempting to encourage young parents

to overcome some of the macrosystem challenges such as poverty by
encouraging high school and vocational training. The Chance to Grow program
is an ecological model of a comprehensive program.

Strengths Perspective of Program Development
lncorporating the strengths perspective into program development

activities requires a paradigm shift in thinking about the issue of adolescent
pregnancy. lt is imperative that professionals who work with adolescent parents
"develop an awareness of both the many problems and opportunities for growth

that are associated with the developmental crisis" (Kiselica & Pfaller, 1993, p,43).
The shifting from the deficit model, which has been so prevalent throughout
social work, to the strengths perspective will require professionals to address

their preconceived thoughts and stereotypes about adolescent parenting
(Kiselica & Pfaller,

1993). Program development based on the strengths
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approach will provide the adolescent parents with a positive perspective on a

frequently negatively viewed issue.

Empowerment Theory in Program Development
Self-efficacy is one of the basic principles of the empowerment theory.
Building in self-efficacy focused interventions in programs for adolescent parents'
supports the empowerment theory. These interventions are based on the belief
that all people have existing strengths and capabilities as well as the ability to
become more competent (Trivette et al., 1996).
An example of the empowerment theory is found in family centered

services. Family centered services have three main principles. The seruices are
focused on developing interventions based on what the family or individual
believes is important. lt involves families in the decision making process. And
lastly, these services focus on providing support to families that will build on the
competencies they already have and enhance family functioning (McBride,
Brotherson, Joanning, Whiddon, & Demmitt, 1993). Farnily centered services
empower families to look to themselves as a viable and important resource to
strengthening their family.
Programs based on the empowerment theory will most likely challenge
social workers and will require a paradigm shift in how some view their role as
professionals. lt is important that social workers believe in, "an adolescent
parent's ability to succeed given a sufficient support system, a strong
commitment to empowering teen parents for success, administrative support,
and collaborative interagency relationships" (Griffin, 1998, p. 58). Only then will

26

empowerment focused programs provide the most optimal opportunity for young
parents.

Conclusion
ln a survey conducted by the Missouri State Teachers Association,
researchers found that the United States and territories lacked sufficient
programs for adolescent parents.

Tl*y

propose that due to the "up-front cost,

lew states have encouraged such programs with state f unds" (Bower, 1997,
p. 231). This same afticle suggested that programs that meet the unique needs

of adolescent parents have proven by research to be "cost effective and
decrease the demand for services and the tax burden" (Bower, 1997, p. 231).
Therefore, one of the most significant problems hindering the development

of programs for adolescent parents might be society's bias towards adolescent

parenthood. lt is possible to dream of a time when adolescent parents would not
have to deal with all of the negative stigma that follows thern daily and just focus
on their own development and the development of their child. Since adolescent
parenting appears to be an economic and social issue that will most likely never
be eliminated, comprehensive programs assisting young parents in their parental
development will be essential. These comprehensive programs should strive to
find ways to capitalize on the strengths of the young parents as they empower
them to set and accomplish their own goals.
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Methodology
Restatement of Flesearch Question
Although the S.T.E.P. (Supporting Teens and Empowering Parents)
program has been assisting adolescent parents for the past six years, the
resignation of the program's creator and director has challenged the staff to
reassess the program's format and purpose. The focus of this research was: To

explore what adolescent parents participating in the S.T,E.P. program

identify as practical program suggestions on how to present information
on topics of interest relating to adolescent parenting.
This study was intended to assist social workers in enhancing the program
curriculum by using the adolescent parent's program suggestions on topics such
as information about community resources, knowledge of child development,
health issues, and social support to make the program more applicable to the
needs of these young parents. ln addition to assisting Plymouth Christian Youth

Center in their program design, this research will equip other social workers with
practical suggestions to present normative child development education, promote
useful community resources, and identify helpful support services to adolescent
parents.

Research Design
The design of this study was based on the belief that adolescent parents
pafticipating in the S.T.E.P. program have valuable input and should be included
in the development of a new program design that best meets the needs of these

young mothers. Qualitative research data were gathered through exploratory
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interviews with four adolescent mothers who participated in the S.T.E.P.

program. Due to the lack of literature on program development that included the
young mothers' perspective on important program components, the interviewer
sought input from young mothers about what they felt would enhance the value
and interest level of adolescent parents participating in parenting programs.

Definition of Terms

Community Resources was defined as services, within the community
that the adolescent parent lives, that provide access to products and general
information about medical, financial, educational and family assistance that an
adolescent parent might need.

School Readiness was defined as strategies a parent uses to equip a
young child to be successful in school.

Health Helated lnformation was defined as knowledge of child wellness,
services, and resources that may assist a young parent with an understanding of
their child's medical needs.

Knowledge of Child Development was defined, as an adolescent
parent's understanding of their child's normative growth and progress at different
stages as they mature.

Social Support was defined as resources and networks that provide a
buffer against the stresses associated with parenthood.

Study Population
The study population identified in this research was adolescent mothers
who participated in the S.T.E.P. program at Plymouth Christian Youth Center.
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These mothers were primarily f rom North Minneapolis and range in age f rom 14

- 20 years. The participants in this study included two 17 year olds, an 1 I

year

old, and a 19 year old. Over 80 percent of program participants were f rom
families eligible for f ree or reduced lunch, and over 75 percent were people of

color. The program serves a diverse ethnic population, which includes parents of
African American, Hispanic, Native American, Caucasian, and Asian American

backgrounds. The racial breakdown of participants in this study was 3 African
American mothers and one Caucasian mother.
The sample was a purposive sampling of program participants who
attended an in-service offered at Plymouth Christian Youth Center regarding
infant stimulation and early child development. The infant stimulation and early
child development in-service was announced during the STEP group time for two

weeks prior to the in-service and Target gift certif icates ($t O.0O) were offered to
any parent who attended. The sample for this study, four adolescent parents,
were selected from the larger population of program participants because they
attended the in-seruice.

lnstrument Design
The instrument used in the interviews was a series of questions (Appendix
D) that was generated and administered by the researcher. The interuiew was

conducted by the researcher and addressed five main areas that were previously
identified by the adolescent parents in the S.T.E.P. program as areas of

significant interest. These five areas of program development include topics on
information regarding accessing community resources, knowledge of child
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development, school readiness for their children, health issues, and social

support. The interuiew was designed to explore the adolescent mother's
perspective on how these topic areas could best be presented in a program
design for adolescent parents. The participants were asked to make suggestions

and/or recommendations that they believe would be useful strategies to use in
creating programs that would address these topic areas in a program.

Protection of Human Subjects
The lnstitutional Review Board (lRB) at Augsburg College and Owen
Turnlund, Executive Director of Plyrnouth Christian Youth Center approved this
research study. The participants received a cover letter (Appendix A), which
invited them to participate in the study and outlined the study and interview

process. The letter also clearly addressed that pafticipation in the study was
completely voluntary, and at any time if they did not want to answer a question
they could pass or end the interuiew. Participants were assured that their
relationship with Plymouth Christian Youth Center and Augsburg College would

be in no way affected if they chose to not participate in the study or chose to end
the interview prematu rely.
Pafticipants were also informed prior to the interview that the researcher
would be audiotaping the interview to obtain the most accurate and complete

information. However, the participants were notified that the records woutd be
kept private and that their names would not be used at any time. The

pafiicipants were reassured in the letter and during each interview that research
records would be kept outside of Plymouth Christian Youth Center and only the
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researcher would have access to the records. The interview responses were
destroyed following completion of the thesis process.

Data Collection Procedure
lnitial contact with the participants was made through a mailed cover letter
(Appendix A) informing each young mother of the study.

Ihe letter outlined

what

the study consisted of and what would be required of the participant, how the
information would be kept confidential, and informed the participant of the stipend
of a Target gift cerlificate ($1O.OO) for participating in the survey.The parlicipants

were informed, in writing and verbally, that this was completely voluntary and at
any time if they didn't want to answer a question they could pass or stop the
interuiew. The pafiicipants were informed that the researcher would be calling the
following week to answer any further questions regarding the study.

Unfoftunately, two of the lefiers were returned with no foruuarding address
and one of the parlicipants who received the Ietter did not have a phone at her

home. These obstacles made making the connection with these young mothers

difficult. In addition to these difficulties the end of the school year was
approaching and the researcher's only means of contacting or connecting with
these young mothers was through Plymouth Youth Center. Due to these

circumstances the study was postponed until the next fall when school would
resume.

The study was reinitiated during the following school year. Each of the
participants was able to be Iocated and was still willing to participate in the study.

The initial letter was reviewed again with each participant to remind them of the
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study and what it involved. Dates were then scheduled to complete the
interviews; however, there were continued ditficulties that prevented completion
of the interuiew process until January 1999.

The data was collected at Plymouth Christian Youth Center during a forlyfive minute interuiew with each young mother. The interuiew was conducted by
the researcher and was audiotaped to obtain the most accurate record of data.
Each pafticipant signed two consent forms; the first provided permission to
complete the interview (Appendix B) and the second granted permission for the
interuiew to be audiotaped (Appendix

C). Following each interview the

participant received her stipend and was graciously thanked for her participation.

Data Analysis
After obtaining the data from the four participants, the researcher reviewed
the findings and identified themes that seemed present in each of the articles.

lnterrater reliability was used to measure the reliability of the data analyzed by
the researcher. The readers selected to assist in analyzing the data were
professionals in the social work and education field. Three of the research
readers were licensed social workers and the fourth reader was an educator
licensed in special education. To increase the accuracy of the interrater reliability,

the researcher informed the readers of the purpose for the research and the
procedures involved in the study. Each of the four readers reviewed at least two
of the f ive sections. Their comments ref lected a 100% agreement about the
themes that the researcher identified, however, the readers identified a few
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themes not previously identified by the researcher. These themes were then
included in the findings that will be discussed in the next section.
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Study Findings
The research findings have been categorized into five different sections
based on the five interuiew topic areas. These topic areas included community
resources, preparing children for school readiness, interest in health-related
information, knowledge of child development, and social support. An additional
section was included that addressed data that did not appear as a theme
throughout all of the four interviews, but that the researcher believes is useful
information for the development of programs for adolescent parents.

Community Resources
The data found in this section of the research were responses to the
researcher's questions about community resources. The questions focused on
identifying community resources that adolescent parents would like to learn more
about and how they would suggest helping young parents get connected with

these resources. The questions used to stimulate these suggestions were;
'What are some resources you use or would want to Jearn more about?" and
"Can you give me some ideas about how we could help mom's get connected
with these resources?"

The most common theme identified by participants in this section was an
interest in visiting community resources and seruice providers as a group. All

four participants suggested taking parents to these places and introducing them
to staff that they could contact when needed. One mom stated, "You could
probably take them [moms] to the building and show them where it is at and how
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they can get there and what kind of people work there and introduce them to
those people."
Two of four recommended following up the visit with a list of community
resources with the contact person's name, address and phone number. One

participant stated it best, "Put all the names and numbers and how they can help
you on a big sheet of paper that will catch your attention. Then you will know that
this is a place that will help me out."
Another theme identified by the young parents suggests that programs
should include information about community resources that address issues such
as finding housing, daycare, jobs, and provide parenting classes. Other issues

that were mentioned by two of the four young parents were clothing, food, and
medical attention. Three of four participants suggested another way to gain
information about these agencies would be to have speakers come in and

discuss their program and give them facts about how they can get involved. One
mom suggested, "have somebody talk to us about it [community resourcesJ or
have somebody tell us how to go about finding housing, jobs, schools. Maybe
they can tell us how we can go about it or they can help us go about it."
Two of the four participants mentioned that their parents helped take care
of their children, however, they all agreed they needed assistance with daycare
beyond their families.

School Headiness
The data found in this section of the research were responses to the
researcher's questions about knowing how to prepare their children for school.
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The questions focused on identifying ways that adolescent parents would like to
learn about helping their children do well in school. One question used to solicit
suggestions was, 'What are ways you would like to learn about helping your child
do well in school?"

The main theme found in this section of the research was a consensus
that being role models for their children was the best way they felt they could
help their children. Three of four suggested that by talking with their children
about going to school and allowing their children to see them going to school and
by accomplishing their goals that they were preparing their children for school.
Completing their high school education appeared to be a goal they wanted to
accomplish for their children. One mom stated, "As long as my son sees me
going to school and accomplishing my goals, I feel there is no way that my son
shouldn't do well in school...l think Iam a good role model for my kids even

though I have had them at such a young age. I think it [role modeling] really
comes from the home, like I said when we get up he asks if he can come to
school with me."

There appeared to be some confusion with the questions in this section.
The participants seemed to focus most of their responses on what they were
presentty doing to prepare their children for school. One parent shared what she
does to prepare her child for school, "l take time with my kids. I read to them,

I

show them their names and try to have them write it out, and I show them
different colors. I really think it comes from the home [motivating kids to do well
in

school]". Four out of four mothers answered the questions, however, their

JI

responses did not articulate specific program suggestions about how a program
could assist them in preparing their children for school. They seemed to want to
talk about how they are preparing their children to be ready to go to school rather

than discuss how we can help them better prepare their children for school.

Health Related lnformation
The data found in this section of the research were responses to the
researcher's questions about the young parent's interest in acquiring health

information. The questions focused on finding ways that adolescent parents
would like to discuss or learn about health related information in a program with
other young parents. Some of the questions used to inquire about suggestions in
this section were, "Can you tell me about your interest in learning about health
issues?" and "How could we discuss or learn about health and medical
information during group?"
One theme that three of four mothers suggested was that going to

agencies in the community, such as a medical clinic, would be a helpful way
young parents could become more comfoftable with potential new environments.
These young parents seemed to agree that whether it was bringing in speakers
from the medical field or taking young parents to places in the medical
community, the exposure to services an agency provides would lessen their
anxiety about trying new medical resources.

Another theme identified by two of four young parents' as an effective way
to learn about health information was to discuss these issues in a group setting.
One mother stated, 'We could talk about it [health and medical information]
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more. Bringing different subjects up in group that we want to talk about and then
taking time to talk about it."

Child Development
The data found in this section of the research were responses to the
researcher's questions about their interest in child development. The questions
focused on identifying suggestions that would help program developers address
issues of interest about child development in a new program design. The

questions asked to identify participant suggests were, "Can you tell me more
about some of your interests in your child's development?" and "How could we

discuss or learn about child development during group?"
This topic appeared to be another dlfficult area for the young parents to
articulate about their interests and suggestions for program development. Three
of four mothers continued to recommend bringing in speakers or going to clinics

as a means of learning about child development.
One parent suggested, "l would bring in speakers or go to the clinic and
get some brochures on topics about child development." However, one mother

spoke out against bringing in speakers to group as a means of helping young
moms learn about child development. She said, "Learning from other people's

experiences and how they handle it [child development issues] is better than
having someone who is a speaker and who has a degree in something come in
and talk. lf you can learn from other people like your peers that have actually
been through it, cause people with a degree only read about it in a book. So if
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you talk to other people and get their experiences and what they were doing

I

think it's better."
Most of the responses to the questions were focused on questions they
had about child development or sharing stories about how their child has been

growing. One mother responded to the question, "Can you tell me more about
some of your interests in your child's development?" by asking, 'What is child
development?" Another mother when asked about her interest in her child's
development stated, "Well, I don't really have any questions about my daughter's
development because she is real smart...she knows a whole lot of stuff."
One of the indirect findings in this section of the research were topic areas

that these mothers would like to Iearn more about such as understanding about
the different stages children go through, dealing with sibling issues, and working
to help prepare children for school.

Socia! Support
The data found in this section of the research were responses to the
researcher's questions about types of social support that is helpful to these
adolescent parents. The questions focused on identifying suggestions that would
help program developers create a system that would complement an adolescent

parent's informal support network. The questions' pailicipants were asked to
obtain their suggestions for improving social support were "how is it helpful for
you to meet with other mom's in a group setting once a week?" and "How can the
S.T.E.P. program help you feel more supported?"
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The most significant theme stated from four of the four pafticipants was
that meeting in a group setting with other adolescent parents is a helpful

experience. All of the young moms interuiewed stated that meeting with other
young parents was fun, encouraging, and gave them a break from being with
their children. They all agreed that meeting with other parents provided them
with positive support. One parent shared, 'When I didn't have group I used to sit
at home and think l'm the only person that is stuck in a house with two kids. And
when I come to group...it's like well there are other people like me. lt's real
supportive."

Miscellaneous
This section will report on findings that were not identified as themes in the
main body of research. The data found in this section are suggestions made by

adolescents parents that, although not mentioned by more than one of the
participants, the researcher and readers thought it would be helpful information

for social workers creating programs for adolescent parents.

Transpoilation
One suggestion that was mentioned by two of the four participants relates
to the issue of transportation. The young moms were concerned wlth their lack

of reliable transportation. They stated that community services that provided
assistance with transporlation such as offering bus cards to participants were
preferred community resources.
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Recruiting Young Parents
Another suggestion made by two of the four participants was the importance of
reaching out to young parents who were not in school or moms "on the street."

One mom suggested, "posting information on doors, walls or putting them [signs]
places where moms will see

it.

Make sure that it will draw attention, put them on

light poles, on people's windows, go door to door and pass out flyers, or
advertise on the radio or television."

School Headiness
Another interesting perspective that was offered by one of the four
interviewees was a reason why completing a high school education could be
important to an adolescent mother. Her rationale for placing a young parent's
education as an important part of preparing their child for school was to help give
parents confidence in helping their child with schoolwork. She stated, "because

a lot of teen parents didn't really finish high school they are probably concerned
about how they are going to help their child finish school if they didn't learn the
stuff

. So the people who didn't graduate

from high school, you should help them

get back to school so they can learn the stuff that they didn't learn so they can
help their children's learning." Thus, helping young parents complete their high
school education or obtain their GED was suggested as an important component

to helping children from adolescent parent households do well in school.
Another interesting fact presented by one of the four pailicipants about
preparing children to go to school was the lack of information available to help
moms know how to sign their children up for school and how to help prepared to
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stafi school. When discussing preparing your child for school readiness one
parent commented that, "there is not much information on the streets that will
help you get your child in school. You'll have to do it by yourself."

Strengths and Limitations of the Study
A strength of this study was the data collection process, interviews with
adolescent parents who had pafticipated in the S.T.E.P. program. This aspect of
the study had several strengths built into the process. First, prior to the initiation
of the study the researcher had been participating in weekly meetings of the
S.T.E.P. prograrn. This was a strength because it made the initial contact with
the young mothers less intrusive since they knew the researcher and had
interacted with the researcher and the program director. Thus, there was already

a level of trust or familiarity between the program participants and the researcher.
Secondly, each of the young rnothers was involved in the S.T.E.P. program
under the direction of the previous director. This was helpful because they came
to the interuiew with a basic knowledge of a program design for adolescent
parents, which enabted the participants to speak about topics of personal interest
to them and which they were familiar. And thirdly, during the data collection
process the young parents were treated as experts creating a program for
themselves and other group participants. The data collection process was
intended to empower the young parents as they were asked for suggestions to
make the program more applicable to young parents in their community.

lnterrater reliability was also a strength of the study's design. This process
gave the researcher additional feedback and validated the identified themes
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found by the researcher. lnterrater reliability was a useful tool in identifying the
richness of the body of research.
One of the limitations of this study is the generalizability of the research

findings. The ability to generalize beyond the population study in this research is
limited by the sampling procedure, The procedure used to identify the
participants was a purposive sampling. The pailicipants were chosen based on

their attendance at a seminar that was offered on their day off of school.
Although participants were offered transpoftation and a $10.00 gift certif icate

from Target for attending, only four of the program pafticipants attended the
seminar on infant stimulation and early childhood development.
It is important to note the selection bias of the researcher. Due to the

selection process it was difficult to control for selection biases. lt is not possible
to know why the others did not participate in the seminar, but it should be stated
that those who chose to participate in the seminar and then in the study might be
more assertive or interested than other peer participants. However, it might have
been that they were just available and remembered to come. Selection bias was

another limitation of this research.
Another limitation of the data collection procedures includes the fact no
formal pretest of the data collection instrument included adolescents. The
researcher's thesis advisor and the site advisor at Plyrnouth Christian Youth

Center reviewed the data collection instrument. However, the instrument was not
reviewed by an adolescent prior to data collection.
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Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore what adolescent parents
participating in the S.T.E.P. program identified as practical program suggestions
for presenting information on topics of interest relating to adolescent parenthood.
The literature suggested that adolescent parents need an array of unique
services that address the complex issues they face as they cope with their own
development and their child's development. This research sought to explore

ways in which program development could include the theoretical constructs of
the ecological perspective, the strengths perspective and the empowerment
theory.

There are gaps in the literature investigating programming suggestions
from the perspective of the adolescent parent. Most of the literature found on
programs for adolescent parenting focus on the difficulties and stresses facing
adolescent parenthood (Freeman, 1987), but rarely does the literature portrays
the young parent as competent and valuable asset to program design and

implementation. The literature discusses the importance of creating
comprehensive programs (Bower, 1997; Fernandez & Nichols; 1996; Fulton et

al., 1991), but seldom reports that their program designs included suggestions
from program participants. Therefore, this study challenges other researchers to
explore the idea of incorporating program participant suggestions into a program

design as a means of empowering the young parents and being intentional about
strengths focused programmin g.
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Ecological Perspective
The ecological system explored in this study focused on the microsystem,
the relationship between the mother and her child. This system was explored by
examining the adolescent parents interest in learning about their child's
development.
According to the literature, adolescent parents lack accurate or adequate
information about child development (Shapiro & Mangelsdor-f, 1994; Orme &

Hamilton, 1987). Therefore, one would expect to find fewer suggestions about
how to present information about child development to adolescent parents. As
expected, this was a topic in the research that appeared to be a difficult area for

young parents to articulate their interest or suggestions. This was evident by
how the parents in this study responded to questions about preparing their child

for school and child development. The responses to these sections were more
focused on what the parent was observing in their child's behavior and reflective

on questions about their child's development rather than how a program design
could help assist them in learning about these issues.
This supports the Shapiro and Mangelsdorf (1994) study that showed
adolescent mothers were less knowledgeable about normal child development

than adult mothers in their study. Therefore, it would be of significant value to
complete more in-depth research to find opportunities to help strengthen a young
parents and child's relationship (microsystem) by become more knowledgeable
about their child's development and helping them prepare to go to school.
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Empowerment Theory
Another goal of this study was to identify program suggestions from
adolescent parents based on the empowerment paradigm. The goal was to

empower adolescent parents by asking for their opinions and suggestions for a
new program design. The assumption was made prior to data collection that

adolescent parents had individual strengths and competencies that would be
helpful in developing a new program. The responses from the adolescent
parents interuiewed strongly supported their interest in activities that would give

them power to accomplish tasks and make decisions.
An example of this was evident in one of the main themes found in this

study. The suggestion was made by all participants that an effective means of
connecting young parents with community resources and medical information

would be to take them to the service provider and introduce the young parent to
staff that they would be working with if they needed that service. This suggestion
implies that program staff can empower parents by serving as an initial link to
resources with the assumption that once parents are familiar with an agency they

are capable of using the service when needed.
This was a program suggestion that was not identified the literature, but
appeared to be an idea that each parent would like to see incorporated into a
program design. The suggestion to provide opportunities for young parents to be

accompanied into the community and personally introduced to resources
providers is an area that should be further exprored.
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It appears that one of the barriers of adolescents using community

resources might be their fear of going alone or of being rejected. Therefore,
program developers should explore the idea of acquainting young parents to

services by personal introducing them to the agency and staff. Thus, empowering
them to make future decisions to connect with community resources less
th

reatening.

Strengths Perspective
The strengths perspective was another theory that guided the interuiews.
The research questions were based on the belief that adolescent parents should
be a primary creator in the development of programs that directly affect them.

The strengths perspective focuses on building programs that access the
resources and assets of an adolescent's self, family, community, and culture

(Chapin, 1995; Ronnaue & Poertner, 1993). The challenge identified in this
research was the diversity found in each person's personal and family capacities.

An example where this emerged in this study was the differing range of
client capacities. This also was evident in the sections on preparing a child for
school and child development. Two of the participants appeared to have limited
knowledge of these topics and had difficult articulating their suggestions. lt
appears to be important to implement program components that support the
range of capacities and not assume each parent has similar access to resources.

The primary goal of strengths perspective programming is to focus on the
achievement of the clients individual objectives over the group's objectives
(Ronnaue & Poertner, 1993). To address this in a program design, it will be
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important to explore individual programming ideas to assist in developing
individual plans for each parent and family.

Social Support
While completing each interview it was not surprising that each parent, at
least one time during the intelview, stated that she felt stressed and needed
extra assistance to accomplish the tasks of parenthood. According to the
literature the presence of stress, emotional problems, and developmental
confusion afflicts young parents (Carlton & Poole, 1990; Fulton, Murphy &

Anderson, 1991). As this theme emerged it appeared that the parents had
limited resources to help them cope with their stress.

The young parents repofted that being in a group setting with other young
parents was a helpful way of reducing their stress and obtaining support. This
was an expected theme based on literature suggesting teenage mothers who
have regular contact with other mothers appear to report a reduction in stress,
positive personal growth, and fewer psychological symptoms (Thompson and

Peebles-Wilkins, 1992). Therefore, both the literature and the current research
suppott the belief that providing a group setting that facilitates an environment of
support and information sharing is a helpful component to program development.

lmplications for Social Work
Social workers may need to evaluate the process used to develop
programs for populations that are labeled "problems" or "troubled." Although
adolescent parents deal with complex issues at an early stage in their lives it
should be noted that they have opinions and perspectives that could contribute to
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the development of seruices and programs targeted for this population. The
findings of this study will assist social workers working with adolescent parents to

view program participants as a viable resource in creating programs that are
applicable and interesting to adolescent parents. This study was designed to
identify suggestions from adolescent parents who participated in the S.T.E.P.
(Suppotting Teens and Empowering Parents) prograrn about how Plymouth
Christian Youth Center could enhance their already existing program. The
research process was created to be an empowering and strengths focused

exercise. One of the primary goals was to ensure that parents participating in the
study would complete the interviews knowing that their opinions and suggestions
were valued.
Although this study provided a small sample size and is only generalizable

to the S.T.E.P program it is important to note that these young parents gave
quality suggestions for new program components. Social workers should be
challenged to a new paradigm shift in how we view the populations that we

serue. By viewing our program participants as having capacities and strengths
that can contribute to the improved program designs, we will be able to provide
more applicable programs. As we listen to program participants we will learn
what they identify as important issues and in turn will know how to better assist

them in their journeys.

lmplications for Policy Development
Policy development is another area where this paradigm shift is crucial.
As social workers begin to value the adolescent parent's perspective in program
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designing, it will also be important that these sarne ideas be translated into policy

formulation. I believe that we as social workers have an oppoftunity to use our
skills in advocacy and empowerment to invest in the capacities of adolescent
parents, seeing that they are able to voice their opinions and suggestions lor
larger social policy issues. By supporting adolescent parents and encouraging
them to voice their thoughts and opinions, it will not only bring more awareness
about their capabilities into the spotlight, but will hopefully increase their
successes and confidence.

lmplications for Program Development
Findings from this research study add to a limited amount of literature
about what adolescent parents identify as interesting and applicable program
components for adolescent parents. Most of the research findings confirmed
what was identified in the literature. However, some of the unique findings
include the adolescent parents' interest in using the group time to introduce them
to services that they could access independently at a later time, the importance

of providing transpoftation to services or activities, and the need to reach out to
young mothers who do not have the support they experience in a group setting.
During this study lfound that although the professionals have many
excellent ideas about providing services for the needs of adolescent parents, it

would be an invaluable asset to any program design to include an advisory
committee of adolescent parents. The advisory committee could assist the
program director in evaluating and changing program components to best meet

the complex and changing needs of adolescent parents within their own program.
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Implications for Future Research
This study presents some suggestions about how programs for adolescent
parents could be modified based on the ideas and suggestions of program

pafticipants. These findings challenge the typical program developer because the
focus is on providing holistic seruices based on the needs identified from young

parents. The findings from this study suggest that adolescent parents have
valuable opinions and thoughts about ways that programs created to serue
adolescent parents could be better formatted. Future research on this topic
should include a larger sample and a random sampling procedure to increase the
validity and generalizability of the study.
It would be important for future research to include interviews with young

fathers and should explore their interest in being involved in programs that would
enhance their capacities as fathers.
In Conclusion

And lastly, I believe it is important to point out that during these interuiews
the young parents mentioned repeatedly their love for their children and their
desire to be the best mother. They all agreed that they wanted to make
decisions that would benefit their children. lt appears that, despite all the
controversy and negative views of adolescent parenting, these parents desire to
care for their children and to be a positive role model for them lhe same as any
adult parent.
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Appendix A
IRB# - 97-44-03

April 20, 1998

Dear
You are invited to be in a research study that would help staff at Plymouth
Christian Youth Center find ways to help make the STEP (Supporting Teens and
Empowering Parents) program better. You were selected as a possible
participant because you attended the in-service at Plymouth Christian Youth
Center on infant stimulation and early child development on November 24tn.
This study is being conducted by Lisa Rittgers, a graduate student at
Augsburg College, as part of my master's thesis in social work. The purpose of
this study is to give you an opporlunity to make recommendations or suggestions
that you think would help make the STEP program and others like it, interesting
and helpful for young parents.
lf you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to participate in an
interuiew wlth Lisa Rittgers at PCYC, or another place of your choice. The study
will consist of one interview, which will take approximately 45 minutes. lf you
chose to participate in the study you will receive a $10.00 gift certificate for
Target, after completing the interview, as a Thank You for your time and
contribution to this study.
To obtain the most accurate and complete information the interview will be
audiotaped. The records of our interview will be kept private. Your name will
NOT be used at any time. There is a possibility that you might be identified as a
participant in the study, but your specific recommendations will be kept
confidential. Research records will be kept outside of Plymouth Christian Youth
Center and only the researcher, Lisa Rittgers, will have access to the records.
This is completely voluntary, and at any time if you don't want to answer a

question feel free to pass or end the interuiew. lf you don't want to
participate in the study, no one at Plymouth Christian Youth Center or
Augsburg College will treat you disrespectfully or differently.
I will be calling next week to answer any further questions you or your
parent(s) might have in regards to this study.
Sincerely,

Lisa Rittgers
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Appendix B
IRB# - 97-44-03

Consent Form

agree to participant in a study

conducted by Lisa Rittgers for her master's thesis in social work at
Augsburg College. I understand that direct quotes from the interview may

be used, but not without obtaining my permission for using each quote. I
understand that if I chose not to participate in the study, no one at
Plymouth Christian Youth Center or Augsburg College will treat me
dis respectfu I ly or

d

ifferently.

Signat ure of lnterviewee

Date
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Appendix C
IRB# - 97-44-03

Consent Form

agree to allow this interview to be

audiotaped. l have also been informed that the audiotape will be destroyed
following completion of this study.

Signature of lnterviewee

Date
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Appendix

D

lnterview with Young Mothers
Before we start I just want to tell you how the interview will be done and
what to expect. Stop me whenever you want, if you have questions or
something doesn't make sense. The topic areas identified in this interview
came from a survey completed by you and other young moms in the STEP
program before Winter break. So, some of the questions might seem
similar to those on the survey, but what I would like you to do is think
about ways that we could apply or integrate some of these topic areas:
community resources, school readiness for your children, health and
medical information, child development, and social support, into the STEP
program. Answer the questions the best you can, have fun, and be creative
if you so desire. lf you don't want to answer a question or decide you don't
want to complete the interview feel free to tell me...and we will stop. Do
you have any questions?
Gommunity Resources
1

One of the areas identified in the survey that mom's wanted to learn more
about was community resources.

A. Can you tell me more about some of those resources?
B. The suruey listed first aid training and affordable day care.. .can you think of
any other examples?

2. What are some

resources you use or would want to learn more about?

A. Can you give me some ideas

about how we could help mom's get connected

with these resources?

B, Shawn brought in speakers...what other ways could we help you Iearn rnore
about these resources?
School Readiness

3.

Another area that mom's were very interested in knowing more about was
helping their child do well in school. Can you tell me more about that?
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A. Can you say anything else about your interests in preparing
B.

4.

your child to do
well in school?
What are other ways you would like to learn about helping your child do well
in school?

For example, why reading to your child will help them prepare for school...Do
you have other ideas?

Health Related Information
5. Health information was another area that mom's reported being interested in
learning more about...can you tell me more about your interests in learning about
health?

A. For example, when your child needs his/her shots.
B. Can you say anything about your interest

in learning about health information

for you and your child?

6.

How could we discuss or learn about health and medical information during
group?

A.

Do you have any ideas about how you would want to learn about this
information?

Child Development

7. Learning

about how your child grows and develops was another topic mom's
were interested in learning more about.

A.

Can you tell me more about some of your interests in your child's
development?

B. The survey mentioned knowing the best time to potty train your
child and dealing with your child's temperament.
B. How could we discuss or learn about child development during group?

A.

Can you say anything more about how you would want to learn about your
child's development?
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Social Support

8.

How is it helpful for you to meet with other mom's in group once a week?

10. What kind of support helps you?

A.
1

Social support. ..f riends, family, counselors, school...

1. How can the STEP program help you feel more supported?

12. ls there anything else you would like to reflect on or discuss?
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